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H e a rt l i n e
Alexandra Persad

2:37 AM
Ellis blinked.
The light above her was burned into her vision, a bright orange splotch
imprinted behind her eyelids. A shiver ran through her body; she could feel the
cold of the porcelain tile through her nightgown. It was held up by two thin
straps, both of which had slipped down passed her shoulders as she laid on the
ground, her arms outstretched.
She lifted her gaze and stared at the ceiling. It was far away.
How are you supposed to change the lightbulbs in here?
Her eyes rolled to the side and she caught a glimpse of her hand.
A small stick of plastic sat inside her loosely curled fingertips. It rested gently in her palm, uncaring.
She lifted her hand, holding it inches from her face. She forced herself
to look at it, resisting the urge to recoil.

It’s your own piss, for Christ’s sake.
She stared at it. It stared back at her.
One line.
Two lines.
Defeated, she dropped her arm limply at her side. The test hit the
ground with a shallow smack that echoed throughout the room.

A small tear rolled down the side of her face, crossing the hollow of
her temple and leaving behind a trail that glimmered under the harsh lights.
She wiped it away, but left her hand resting over her face. It smelled sterile,
like the lemon hand soap beside the sink. The only color in a room of white.
She forced herself up, hugging her legs to her chest like a child. Her nightgown
twisted tightly around her, tugging at her sides.
The mirrors in front of her duplicated her reflection into infinity. Each
one of her selves looked pathetic—all swollen-eyed and bitten cuticles. Her
only company.

Why do we have to have so many goddamn mirrors?
As she wiped a smudge of black from her eyes, so did they.
She stared at them and they stared back.
Each one of them wanted to scream.
“Breakfast?”
Nick’s eyebrows were raised behind his wireframe glasses. They were
too large for his face. He had a small face. His features were smushed together
beneath two scrutinizing eyebrows that were constantly furrowed in doubt or
frustration.
Ellis shook her head. “No, thanks.” She tightened the belt of her robe,
feeling it dig in beneath her rib cage. She ran her finger along the loops of the
silk tie, reassuring herself that her waistline had not changed.
“I’m making you some anyway,” Nick decided, cracking two eggs into a cast
iron skillet. They hissed loudly as they hit the pan. “Why were you up so early
this morning?” he wondered.
Ellis gnawed on the inside of her lip as she recalled the pregnancy
test. She had buried it under a mountain of unused, crumpled tissues in the
guest bathroom.
“El?” Nick’s eyebrows rose expectantly again.
“My mother called,” Ellis said. Her throat was tight. She picked at the edges of

her cuticles beneath the countertop, feeling the weight of his gaze.
“What did she want?”
“Just to talk.”
He scoffed and shook his head. “Can’t you tell her to stop calling?”
He dumped the eggs onto a plate and slid it across the counter.
“I like talking to her,” she shrugged.
Nick gave her a doubtful expression. “No, you don’t.”
She was quiet, fixating her eyes on the tines of her fork. It reflected
the light from the fixture above them. She could feel the heat of it through her
robe. She shifted, running a hand along the back of her neck.
The refrigerator door shut as Nick returned the carton of eggs back to
its designated spot. He stood across from her, leaning against the countertop.
The cotton of his t-shirt stretched across his dark skin, outlining his muscles.
“Eat your eggs.”
After Nick left for work—all suited and briefcased—Ellis shut herself
in her office, locking the door behind her. The way she always kept it, even
when Nick was gone.
She ran her hand over the keyboard of her laptop. She had a bad habit
of leaving it open, encouraging dust to settle in the crevices. Her makeshift
office was full of dust. She never bothered to clean it. There wasn’t much to
clean—a desk, a chair that lacked lumbar support, and old photos that were
taped to the wall.
An image of her and Nick from his graduation ceremony studied her
constantly, his accomplished smile laughed at her from across the room.
Beside it, there was an unrelentingly empty space, perfect for a diploma—the one Ellis never received. She pictured it there frequently, imagining
her name written in script. But she had dropped out when Nick graduated. It
seemed like the right thing at the time, moving away so he could work at his
father’s firm and she could spend her days writing.

But she didn’t. She tried. She sighed. A million ideas swirled around
her mind, but none existed on paper. Nick asked frequently to see what she was
writing, what she had accomplished with her endless hours at home.
“It’s not done, yet,” she told him. “You’ll be the first to know when it is.”
Ellis was never sure if he was asking to be supportive, or to ensure that
she didn’t have a career of her own. What would he do if she had some semblance
of success? What if her walls were filled with her own books?
She wondered what they would be about.
Sometimes she thought about going back to school, burying herself in
books and long classes. She had never imagined that she would be someone who
would drop out, especially to depend so completely on someone else.
“Why would you do that?” Nick laughed whenever she mentioned it.
“What do you need that you don’t already have?” he gestured around him to their
house, it’s high ceilings, marble finishes, shiny fixtures. All the things that she
didn’t need.
“Nothing, I guess,” Ellis shrugged.
And that was that.
So Ellis stayed in her tiny office, behind her locked door and degree-less
wall. There was one window in her office, directly across from her desk. The
windowsill housed a plastic succulent, but the sun was beginning to bleach it and
the tips of the leaves were turning yellow, as if a lifeless thing were capable of
dying.

Should I buy another one?
She laughed at herself.
No, she decided.
Ellis redirected her attention to her laptop. She didn’t even try to pretend
to write today. She minimized her empty Word document and opened a browser.
Her hands shook as she typed, her heart pounded against her chest and she took a
deep breath.

Calm down. Jesus.

Faulty pregnancy test. False positive. Pregnancy test accuracy. Am I
pregnant? Please for the love of God don’t let me be pregnant.
She backspaced her last search and shut her laptop. Her hands still
shook.
“Well, how are things up there? Anything new and exciting?”
Her mother’s usual question.
Ellis cradled the phone between her shoulder and chin. She was lying in
the heap of throw pillows that sat on the bed. She watched the hands on the clock
tick slowly as she spoke. 5:26. Nick would be home at 5:33.
“Not much,” she said, fiddling with the tassels that lined one of the small
cushions. “There’s a party at the firm for Nick later.”
“A party?”
“Well,” she corrected herself. “A gathering. For making partner, remember?”
“Oh, right, right.”
Ellis fidgeted with her ring, tucking the diamond on the underside of her
finger. Looking at it made her uncomfortable. It had seemed large when Nick had
first presented her with it, and her mother had only reaffirmed her suspicions. Her
constantly half-lidded and tired eyes had doubled in size at the mere sight of it.
“My God,” she had said. “You can’t go swimming with a rock like
that—it’ll drown you.”
She was right.
“I think it will be nice to go,” Ellis said. “Nick is excited.”
“He should be,” she answered. “Do you know what you’re going to
wear?”
Ellis rolled onto her stomach and laid her head down on one of the pillows. The embroidery felt rough against her cheek.

I wonder if embroidering is hard.
“I hadn’t thought about it,” she said. “I guess I’ll see what I can find

before Nick gets back.”

Maybe I should try it.
She glanced at the clock again. 5:30.
Three more minutes until Nick returned.
“Mom, I should go. I love you.”
“Oh, okay,” she said. “I love you too, Ellie.”
5:31.
Ellis stood in the middle of their closet. It was large, but in comparison
to her, it was gigantic. She had to strain her neck to see shoes displayed on the top
shelves and use a stepstool to reach them. On her side of the closet, she kept her
clothes within reach. She didn’t have many. The clothing rod was still half empty
even when she hung up all her clothes, spacing the silver hangers so far apart that
the different fabrics didn’t touch.
Nick’s, on the other hand, looked like a storage room at a Men’s Warehouse; different jackets and button-up shirts were crammed together, a variety of
ties hung over shirt collars. Every day, he left for work in a different ensemble,
never wearing the same combination of pocket squares or suits twice.
She had mentioned her lack of clothes to Nick once and he laughed.
“Why do you need more clothes?” he asked. “You don’t have anywhere
to wear them.”
He was right. She would feel silly wearing them into her sad, little office
all alone. The only face that would see her would be Nick at graduation.
“Is that what you’re wearing?”
Ellis jumped. She hadn’t heard him come in.
Nick leaned against the doorframe, his hands buried in the deep pockets
of his dress pants.
Ellis eyed herself in the mirror. She didn’t have many options to choose
from, but she had finally decided that she liked how she looked. The black dress
hugged the small curve of her breasts and ended just above her knee, a small slit

revealing the very back of her thigh. The kitten heels she had added lengthened
her legs just enough.

Why are they called kitten heels, anyway?
“I think so,” she said, tucking a curl behind her ear.
“Don’t you have anything else?” he stood behind her, studying her reflection with a critical eye. She could feel his breath on the back of her neck.

Is it because kittens are small like the heels?
“Not really.”
She picked at the side of her cuticle as his eyes remained fixed on her,
unmoving.
“You don’t like it?” she asked finally. She crossed her arms over her
stomach.
“Does it matter?” he raised his eyebrows. “It’s not like you’re wearing it
for me,” he scoffed, turning away.
She followed him into the bedroom, where he pulled the heavy drapes
back, a bright ray of light cutting through the darkness. She hovered cautiously at
the opposite side of the room.
“What do you mean?” she stared at the back of his head, struggling to
gain a sense of his expression.
“I mean,” he cleared his throat. “If you’re going to blatantly disrespect
me in front of my colleagues, you could at least have the decency to not be so
obvious about it.”
He turned to face her, his jaw was tensed, eyes narrowed into slits.
Her voice came out as barely a whisper. “I’m not disrespecting—”
In two large strides, he closed the space between them. Ellis had the urge
to recoil but her body froze. He gave her a long, unblinking stare. She held her
breath, staring at the vein that pulsed just beneath the surface of his skin, threatening to break out and strangle her. For a moment, she thought that it might.
She flinched.
“Change,” he said.

Ellis studied the bedroom door. Nick had fallen asleep, his body was
stretched across the made bed, still dressed in his ironed shirt and pants. He had
left his jacket and tie thrown haphazardly onto the back of his chair. Silently, Ellis
slipped out of the room, still wearing her dress pants and high-necked blouse. She
tugged at it, the cotton was itchy against her skin. She was sure it would leave a
rash.
She walked cautiously across the hardwood floor, avoiding the creaky
spots. If she strained her ears, she could hear him snoring through the walls. Her
body relaxed slightly.
She opened the refrigerator, grabbing the bottle of pinot grigio that she
kept tucked in the back. The glass was cold against her skin. She could feel it
through the fabric of her shirt as she balanced it on her hip, grabbing a juice cup
with her free hand.
She sat them next to each other on the counter and studied them from the
barstool, her thumb pressed against her lip thoughtfully. They looked odd side by
side. The pink plastic beside the dull, green of the glass.
Why do people even use wine glasses?
As she uncorked the bottle, a loud pop echoed throughout the kitchen.
She froze, her eyes darting to the bedroom door. The low murmur of snoring
continued, and she released the breath she hadn’t noticed she was holding.

Calm the fuck down.
She filled the cup, her fingertips tracing the top of it.

It’s just wine.
She stared at it. A dark, misshapen version of herself floated on the top.
She looked at her curiously.
She held the cup at eye level, not bringing it to her lips. Her hand shook
just slightly, the wine threatened to spill over the edge.
Her stomach clenched.
The plastic began to bend under the pressure of her grip.

One line.
Two lines.

Dammit.
She dropped the cup into the sink, watching the wine circle the drain.
One Week Later
“What’s this?”
Ellis was sitting on the couch, her laptop balanced on her thighs, an empty Word document in front of her. She was tucked beneath a blanket, the ceiling
fan whirring above her, drying out her eyes and making her shiver.
“What’s what?” she looked up from her laptop.
Nick stood in front of her. His face was blank. One hand was placed on
his hip and the other held the pregnancy test from a week before.
She felt her heart stop, her hands froze over the keys of her laptop, hovering above the words she couldn’t speak.
“What is this, El?” he asked again. His tone was restrained, as if he were
holding back an outburst.
She pushed her laptop onto the couch and ran her hands through the soft
fibers of the blanket.

I wonder if this is cashmere.
He raised his eyebrows expectantly. He held the pregnancy test with two
fingers, exerting more pressure than necessary. His fingertips began to turn white.

Did my mother get me this?
He broke his unmoving pose as he sat on the coffee table across from
her, balancing his weight on the very edge. He gently placed the pregnancy test in
her lap and looked at her over the top of his glasses.
“Ellis.”

No, it probably cost a fortune.
His hands formed a steeple beneath his chin.
She cleared her throat. “That’s mine,” she said quietly.

His eyes held hers, daring her to say more. She could see the slight shine
of oil on his skin, the faint lines that ran between his eyebrows. She wondered if
he could see the wrinkles on her face. Maybe they were the first thing he saw.
“I should have told you sooner,” she cleared her throat, willing her voice
to be louder.
“How long have you known?” His jaw was clenched.
She chewed on the inside of her cheek, shifting her gaze from Nick to
her lap.
One line.
Two lines.
She lowered her voice, almost hoping that it was inaudible. “A week.”
She shrunk back into the cushions, wishing that they would swallow her,
that she would melt into the wall. She wanted to be a speck of dust, a wrinkle in
the wallpaper, anything else.
Nick inhaled sharply, and she forced herself to look at him. His expression had softened, and she finally exhaled, not realizing that she had been holding
her breath.
“You’re pregnant.”
It wasn’t a question.
Ellis felt her stomach tighten. Hearing the words aloud made her feel
nauseous. She bit down on the inside of her lip and nodded slowly.
“That’s wonderful,” his face broke out into a smile. It looked foreign on
him, like his other features didn’t know how to react. His eyes stayed cold, no
smile lines appeared.
She wondered if her child would have those eyes. She would spend a
lifetime looking into them.
“Yes,” Ellis said. “It is.”

